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In a historic development, a military court (Supremo Tribunal Militar) has ordered Gens. Mario
Arturo Acosta Chaparro and Francisco Quiros Hermosillo and retired Maj. Francisco Javier Barquin
to stand trial in connection with the disappearance of 143 suspected government opponents during
the "dirty war" of the 1970s and 1980s. The victims in the case account for only a fraction of the
hundreds of activists said to have disappeared during this period. The decision by military judge
Luis Garcia Arevalo is based on charges presented by the Procuraduria General de Justicia Militar
(PGJM). \
The head of the PGJM, Gen. Jaime Antonio Lopez Portillo, said his office brought the charges after
reviewing evidence collected by the Comision Nacional de Derechos Humanos (CNDH) in recent
years.
The CNDH issued its own report in 2001 linking Quiros Hermosillo and Acosta Chaparro to at
least 29 cases of torture and forced disappearances during the 1970s and 1980s (see SourceMex,
2001-12-05). Acosta and Quiros are already in prison on charges of aiding the drug-trafficking
operations of the cartel created by the late Amado Carrillo Fuentes (see SourceMex, 2000-09-20).
Lopez Portillo said his office is looking into charges that the three had some responsibility in the
creation and operation of a paramilitary unit called the Brigada Blanca, or White Brigade, at the Pie
de la Cuesta military base. The special unit is said to have tortured and killed many victims and later
tossed the bodies into the ocean.

A School of the Americas connection
Acosta, who reportedly received counterinsurgency training in the US-based School of the
Americas, also led a military campaign against the Partido de los Pobres and its famous leader Lucio
Cabanas in Guerrero state. Cabanas was a popular educator who mobilized other teachers and
villagers into a small rebel force.
The PGJM did not identify any of the 143 victims in the case against the three officers, but most,
if not all, are assumed to be among the 275 confirmed disappearances the CNDH listed in its
2001 report. Some government reports suggest that the military was responsible for about 500
disappearances, but human rights organizations say as many as 6,000 Mexicans may have been
tortured and murdered by the armed forces. Human rights groups cautiously optimistic Human
rights organizations welcomed the decision with cautious optimism.
The military's decision to prosecute Acosta Chaparro, Quiros Hermosillo, and Barquin represents
a major policy shift by the Mexican armed forces, which in the past denied any role in the dirty war
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or even the existence of a campaign against government opponents. "The message this sends is that
the Mexican Army is capable of reforming itself and recognizing its responsibilities, which signifies
a huge leap in correcting the human rights abuses they have committed," said Sergio Aguayo, a
founding member of the Academia Mexicana de Derechos Humanos (AMDH).
But Aguayo also emphasized that the prosecution should not stop with the three officers. "It's still
only the beginning because we need to know who gave the generals their orders," he said. Ignacio
Carrillo, the special prosecutor appointed by President Vicente Fox to investigate the human rights
abuses of the 1970s and 1980s, is looking into charges that former Presidents Luis Echeverria Alvarez
(1970-1976) and Jose Lopez Portillo (1976-1982) may have ordered many of the killings, including
massacres of student protestors in 1968 and 1971 (see SourceMex, 2002-02-06 and 2002-06-19). Fox
created the special prosecutor's office at the beginning of 2002 (see SourceMex, 2002-01-16).
Echeverria and Jose Lopez Portillo, who is not related to the military prosecutor, have refused to
testify before Carrillo's office, citing constitutional protections. In an interview with The Washington
Post, Carrillo said he is in the process of seeking a special order to force Jose Lopez Portillo to testify,
but a date had not been set to present a formal citation.
The Washington-based Human Rights Watch (HRW) also applauded the decision to prosecute
Acosta and Quiros. "This is an important step for the Army in recognizing its role in the abuses of
the past," said Jose Miguel Vivanco, executive director of the Americas division of HRW.

Wider investigation of Army urged
Some human rights organizations have raised concerns that the decision to bring Quiros
Hermosillo, Acosta Chaparro, and Barquin to trial could help deflect attention from the Mexican
military's wider involvement in the dirty war. "The prosecution should go after former defense
secretary Enrique Cervantes Aguirre, who played a relevant role in the dirty war," said Enrique
Gonzalez Ruiz, a spokesperson for the Asociacion de Familiares de Desaparecidos y Victimas de
Violaciones a los Derechos Humanos (AFADEM).
An additional concern was that a military court would give the benefit of the doubt to the officers
and hand down a very lenient sentence. "The trials will be closed and secretive and the judges
will be members of the military, and the families [of those killed] will probably not be allowed to
participate in the trials," said Rev. Edgar Cortez, director of the Centro de Derechos Humanos
Miguel Agustin Pro (PRODH). Some organizations have petitioned Carrillo's office to take a more
direct role in reviewing the cases against the accused officers.
"We want these proceedings (against Acosta and Quiros) to be included in the cases that we have
already presented to the attorney general because it deals with the same thing: the genocide carried
out during that era," said Raul Alvarez, head of an organization of victims and families of the 1968
massacre in Tlatelolco.
The military tribunal's decision to prosecute Quiros and Hermosillo coincided with the 34th
anniversary of the Tlatelolco massacre on Oct. 2. More than 20,000 people participated in a
demonstration in the Mexican capital organized by groups representing survivors and families
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of victims of the massacre. Among other things, the demonstrators demanded that Echeverria be
brought to trial.
Many activists also criticized Fox for failing to take sufficient action to uncover the atrocities and
bring those responsible to justice. "For us, special prosecutor [Ignacio Carrillo] is a fraud who only
has to do with Fox's public image," said Rosario Ibarra, leader of a group of family members of
disappeared persons and political prisoners. "We don't think (the investigations) have arrived,
nor will they arrive, at anything." Fox is also facing pressure from the former governing Partido
Revolucionario Institucional (PRI), which has demanded that the government not "politicize" the
investigation.

Military accused of human rights abuses within own ranks
Military authorities are also facing recent charges of human rights abuses within their own ranks.
In mid-October, the Secretaria de Defensa Nacional (SEDENA) confirmed that an entire battalion
had been confined to base for more than 10 days so that military authorities could investigate drugtrafficking charges against some soldiers and officers. Defense Secretary Ricardo Clemente Vega did
not provide details of the possible charges against the military personnel, but said investigators were
looking at the links of 48 soldiers and officers with cartels in Sinaloa, one of the states where drug
traffickers are most active.
The members of Battalion 65 were assigned to destroy poppy and marijuana plantations in Sinaloa,
but some soldiers instead became involved in drug-trafficking operations. Vega said SEDENA was
planning to disband Battalion 65 eventually because of the drug-trafficking charges. Most soldiers
will be reassigned to bases in Sonora and Jalisco states. But the action against members of the
battalion has prompted charges of human rights violations from relatives of the military personnel
at the base and from human rights organizations.
The Frente Nacional de Derechos Humanos (FNDH) and the Comision Estatal de Derechos
Humanos de Sinaloa (CEDHS) say the nearly 600 members of the battalion were not allowed direct
contact with relatives for more than 10 days and were subjected to "torture and cruel and degrading
treatment" to extract confessions.
FNDH spokesperson Benjamin Luna said several wives discovered their husbands' mistreatment
when they were finally allowed to visit them at the base after 10 days. "The women discovered that
they had kept them [the soldiers] on their knees, with their hands behind their heads, that some had
been hit or lost teeth and others had torture marks," Luna said. CEDHS director Jaime Cinco did not
dispute authorities' right to investigate drug-trafficking charges, but said the military violated the
soldiers' human rights during the probe. "If members of Battalion 65 have been involved in a crime,
the correct thing would be to submit them to legal proceedings before authorities in accordance with
the law," said Cinco.
SEDENA officials denied that the soldiers had been tortured. Still, the CNDH has assigned special
investigators to look into the charges. Using soldiers to fight drug-trafficking has been common in
Mexico for at least a decade. But some human rights advocates disagree with using the Army for
operations that should be left to civilian law-enforcement agencies. "The Army should not fight
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crime but should only exist to defend our national sovereignty," said CNDH ombud Jose Luis
Soberanes.
Still, others believe the armed forced should retain their role in the anti-drug efforts. "Drug
trafficking is not a widespread problem for the Army," said Sen. Ramon Mota Sanchez, a
general on leave from the Mexican Army. "We have 25,000 men engaged in anti-drug activities
and only 48 have been implicated in illegal drug-related activities." (Sources: The New York
Times, 09/28/02; The Dallas Morning News, 09/29/02; Spanish news service EFE, 10/01/02; The
Washington Post, 09/28/02, 09/29/02, 10/03/02; Agencia de noticias Proceso, 10/03/02, 10/09/02,
10/14/02; Reuters, 09/28/02, 10/01/02, 10/15/02; La Jornada, 09/30/02, 10/01-03/02, 10/07/02, 10/14/02,
10/15/02; Associated Press, 09/30/02, 10/02/02, 10/15/02; The News, Reforma, 10/02/02, 10/03/02,
10/15/02; Notimex, 10/15/02; Milenio Diario, 10/01/02, 10/02/02, 10/04/02, 10/14-16/02; El Universal,
10/02-04/02, 10/07/02, 10/14-16/02; La Cronica de Hoy, 10/03/02, 10/04/02, 10/15/02, 10/16/02;
Novedades, 10/04/02, 10/15/02, 10/16/02)

-- End --
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